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Syracuse University's Academic Plan
Focuses on Key Initiatives to Enhance
the University Experience
Vice Chancellor and Provost Deborah A. Freund unveiled SU's new
Academic Plan-a blueprint for the institution's academic future-to
the University community last spring.
The plan aims to advance the University's vision of building on its
strengths and protecting its student-centered excellence while
expanding research opportunities and productivity in key strategic
areas. It also seeks to shore up SU's position as a national leader in
blending liberal arts with professional education while confronting
the scholarly and educational demands of a new century.
The plan calls for securing the University's academic foundation
through four initiatives: ensuring greater faculty success; ensuring
greater student success; refocusing graduate education; and enhancing the intellectual climate through diversity. Four signature experiences-integrating theory and practice; blending liberal arts and professional studies; promoting internationalization and inclusion; and
emphasizing elegant w riting-are identified as hallmarks of a
Syracuse University education.
The plan also cites four areas for strategic investment: information management and technology, environmental systems and quality, collaborative design, and citizenship and social transformation.
Over the next decade, close to Sso million in programmatic, curricular,
and research support will be committed to these areas. (For detailed
information on the plan, go to acadplan.sy r.edu on the w eb.)
To better inform alumni of the Academic Plan's nature and scope,
Vice Chancellor Freund spoke recently with Kevin Morrow from
Syracuse University Magazine. Their conversation follows.

https://surface.syr.edu/sumagazine/vol18/iss3/5
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M at is the University's current academic state,

an~ why do you think it is critical that we have
a}Jlan in place for the future?
he academic state of the University is very good.
Butlgetwise, we're on solid ground, although that
wasn't the case a decade ago. Academically, we
continue to be blessed with many programs that
are among the strongest in the nation. But we
have others that could ascend to that rank, and
more that lag behind. Because the University
went through restructuring almost a decade ago,
it's a much more robust institution now, more student-centered. For the first time in a decade, we
have a little bit of money to spend, and the question is, how are we going to spend it for the maximum benefit of the entire University community?
And what can we do to advance SU's reputation
by investing in academic programs?

In developing the plan, you sought input in various ways, including town meetings, online surveys, and direct e-mail. Why was it so important
to reach every constituency of the University
community?
one person or small committee can have all the
e t ideas and perspectives. People in our University community are rich with great ideas and
with experiences that, when brought together, can
create a very positive potion and move us forward.

GGling into this, I wondered how I might make
sense of all these great possibilities. In listening to
the feedback, we found a chorus of similar responses. The themes that ended up in the plan
were ones we heard over and over again. The
community spoke, and we listened.

et's focus on the specific initiatives you've
fdentified. The initiative to ensure greater faculty success, for example, calls for the University
to strengthen its sponsored research profile,
aggressively recruit and retain the best research
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and teaching faculty, create a new rank to facilitate continued teaching excellence, and reward
the teaching excellence of part-time faculty. How
do you see these strategies being implemented?
e ways you raise your sponsored research proi e have everything to do with the kinds of expectations you place on faculty, the resources you
provide them to do research, the ways you engage
graduate and undergraduate students in research,
and your ability to help faculty write grant proposals to private foundations, the federal government, and other funding sources. The faculty
have encouraged me to provide more incentives
in the form of indirect cost recovery- returning
the fraction of the budget for indirect costs to the
department, dean, investigator, or some combination thereof. Universities that have tried this generally find that their sponsored research increases.
Recruiting and retaining the best faculty is a matter of having enough money to do it and the ability to say: "We love you and we value you, and you
figure in our plans." Faculty want to know that
they have an important role in the community and
that their teaching, scholarship, and colleagueship
are valued and noticed. Resources are important.
We are a great research university, but in comparison to our peers, we're poor. We don't pay faculty
top dollar. Until the Board of Trustees helped me
establish the Trustee Professorship program, we
had absolutely no ability to match or come close to
the offers of Ivy League institutions that wanted
our faculty. We simply must have more endowed
chairs here.
I have also called for the establishment of the
rank of Professor of Practice. This must be for very
well-known individuals from industry, secondary
or primary education, and communications- people at the top of their professions-who for a period of time want to try teaching before they go on
to another career position. They will bring practical
experience, and will help our students work on the
theories they've already learned and put them into
context. This is a way to bring in people who are
internationally known for what they have done, as
is the case with some of our current faculty.
Part-time faculty are part of the fabric of any
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demands of changing market conditions in an
increasingly competitive world?"

Vice Chancellor and Provost Deborah A. Freund

great research university. We have a large cadre of
such individuals who teach in almost every SU
school or college. They are very loyal, they love
SU, and they are talented beyond belief. Unfortunately, they have not been paid well in the past.
We need to send them a signal that they matter.
Cah you tell us your thoughts on the initiative to ensure greater student success? How can that be done?

Many students have told me that they want to be
challenged more by their programs and peers.
Students transfer elsewhere because they feel they
aren't being challenged as much as they want to
be, both academically and in their co-curricular
experiences here. What really good students want
are really good students next to them, individuals
who are engaged in the life of the community, in
the life of the campus, and in their studies. If we
want more people like that, we have to expect
more of the individuals who are here. We have to
change the culture, so that more work is expected
and faculty require better performance. I believe
most of our students can be academically engaged
much more than they are; we have to find the key
to unlock their passion.

One initiative focuses on graduate education.
Haw can the University, in the words of the plan,
"reorient graduate programs to meet the
https://surface.syr.edu/sumagazine/vol18/iss3/5

We have many professional master's degree prog ams that rank in the upper echelons of education in the United States and internationally, too.
I'm not sure whether it's a question of reorienting ourselves, or determining in what other
unique areas we can provide professional education. We also have to think about where there
would be a demand, and where we're uniquely
qualified to meet it.
Over time, it has taken longer and longer to earn
a Ph.D. We have to figure out a way to improve
the situation for doctoral students, so they don't
tie up so much of their prime time in school.
In the next generation, we'll be innovators in
multidisciplinary programs that will make our
students more employable, for example. We also
need to think hard about the different career
paths our graduates take and provide more explicit opportunities to prepare them for tracks
other than academia.

PLease talk about the initiative that calls for
improving the University's intellectual climate
through diversity.
iversity- in all of its meanings-is a core value
of Syracuse University. We want this community
to be a comfortable place for people of all nationalities, all races, many different tongues, many different points of view, and political perspectives.
SU will be a much more engaging and rich place
when we learn how to embrace this diversity. We
should reflect the community in which we liveboth the Syracuse community and our international community.
We need to hire more faculty of color, so that
our students of color have immediate role models
and other faculty of color feel they are valued
members of our community. We can make sure
that those of us who aren't of color are sensitive to
what it feels like to be excluded. If we are sensitive
to that, we will no longer exclude anyone by virtue
of our behaviors. There are things we can do to
make this a more all-inclusive environment.
FAL L 2 0 0 I
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You have identified four distinctive "signatures"
as hallmarks of SU's strengths as a student-centered research university. Why is it important to
make these part of the SU experience?
We're striving to turn out a unique brand of student.
Sometime in the future, I want to be able to say that
just by talking to you, I'd know you went to SU.
There are disciplines in which we are already
internationally known or close to it, where we can
provide really personalized, unique experiences and
skills that differentiate our students from others. As
a matter of policy, I would like us to be sure that students have access to the things we're really good at,
because excellence breeds greater excellence.
Let's look at internationalization, for example.
Our study-abroad programs are simply the best
you'll find anywhere. Period. We have a jewel here
that other universities desire-Ivy League schools
send their students to our study-abroad programs.
And yet only 18 to 20 percent of our own students
study abroad. Many clamor to go, but face financial
or other hurdles. Our world is becoming globalized
at a faster and faster rate. American students in the
job market don't compete as well in multinational
firms as do students from abroad; they're not as
familiar with other cultures and languages. If we
have the ability to give that to our students, wouldn't
it be criminal not to? If we can get to where I want
us to go, 35 to SO percent of our students will
study abroad. I think we would have a leg up in so
many ways.
If you look at the people on campus who write,
albeit for different mediums in different ways, I'm
awestruck by our depth of talent. We have an internationally acclaimed graduate Creative Writing
Program, but it's so small that we can't serve all of
the students who want to take a course. We don't
have an undergraduate writing major, and students
have said they would like one. With so many excellent writers on our faculty, our students should
write better than they do.
We have a very good College of Arts and Sciences
and a tremendous collection of professional
schools, many of which are among the best anywhere. We have · an unusual opportunity for our
undergraduates to study in professional schools;
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many of the best universities offer professional education only at the graduate level. We attract students who want to be able to go in and out of the
arts and sciences disciplines while they're studying
in professional schools. Yet these opportunities are
limited due to resources, curriculum, and other reasons. If we have a wealth of fruitful opportunities
available, all students should be able to partake of
that fruit if they wish to take a bite.
Integrating theory and practice means building a
bridge between academic courses and programs like
the Center for Public and Community Service. Students tell me they find it easier to learn that way
and easier to focus on a theoretical topic when it's
put in the context of an everyday concern. A great
example of this is the public policy undergraduate
program in the Maxwell School and the College of
Arts and Sciences. For the sake of our students'
learning, we need to do more of the same.

As part of the plan, the University will commit
close to $50 million over the next decade to programmatic, curricular, and research initiatives in
four areas: information management and technology, environmental systems and quality, collaborative design, and citizenship and social
transformation. Why were these selected? How
can we build on the University's existing
strengths in these areas?
Students, faculty, and staff universally pointed to
ne ds that were critical, both nationally and
internationally, and areas where the synergies for
research and programs at the undergraduate or
graduate level hadn't yet been explored.
In the area of information management and
technology, the School of Information Studies is
the best in the country. We have experts at
Newhouse who deal with web-based design and
new media strategies. We have a very good computer engineering group. We have people in the
College of Visual and Performing Arts who work
in the more artistic side of the media. We have
people in the School of Management and other
places who deal with related topics. They don't
all know each other. The purpose here is to bring
emphasis and distinction through new programs
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of study and research.
The area of environmental systems and quality is one where great synergy is possible. Among
the College of Engineering and Computer
Science (ECS), the College of Arts and Sciences,
the Maxwell School, the College of Law, and our
colleagues at the SUNY College of Environmental Science and Forestry and SUNY Upstate
Medical University, we have a great number of
excellent people who deal in issues of the outdoor-indoor environment. This is both a tremendous research opportunity and economic opportunity for Central New York. In recognition of
our potential excellence in this area, New York
State has just invested $16 million with us, and
I'm hopeful that will turn into $50 million or
more in the future.
In the area of collaborative design, no other
research university in the country has an excellent school of design and a college of visual and
performing arts, an internationally recognized
architecture program, and some of the more technical design areas represented in ECS. We need to
pull them all together and make a statement to
the world that we're here. We need to collaborate
and provide an innovative curriculum for our students that will prepare them for a world in which
the distinctions among engineering, architecture,
and design are blurred by the minute.
With citizenship and social transformation,
people need to realize that this involves much
more than Maxwell. They see the word "citizenship" and think, "Well, we're already doing that,
why do we need to invest more in Maxwell?" The
answer, of course, is that we need to make an
already great thing greater. But this is not solely
for Maxwell's benefit. If you look around the
world, you'll see emerging democracies that need
to be studied. We need to understand governance
systems and be ready to help those countries that
choose to free themselves and to transform themselves culturally and economically. We need to
do this in communities in the United States that
have had less access to culture, education, and
full citizen participation. We have a tremendous
amount to offer; we just need to get all our people talking.

https://surface.syr.edu/sumagazine/vol18/iss3/5

ts of brains and lots of help, along with elbow
grease and money. Although $50 million may seem
lik:e a lot, it's really $5 million over 10 years. And
$5 million on an annual budget of almost $600 million is small. All we can really do with that sum is
plant the seeds of great ideas and hope the flowers
bloom. To get and stay competitive, we'll need a lot
more money and the help of all our friends. In
terms of brains and elbow grease, we need to
unleash the creative talents of faculty, staff, and
students to think about how to make all these
things happen. As a result, there will be all kinds
of research opportunities that will engage multiple
faculty, graduate students, and undergraduate students. We'll then have to parlay that momentum
into grants to help us sustain these activities.

the

here are some things that you obviously know or
an count very easily. If it's sponsored research,
we can simply track that in terms of dollars. We
ought to be able to track our influence and the
respect accorded us by seeing if we get a better
applicant pool for all our programs. For each area
that we're working on, we'll look for intermediate
indicators of how we're doing. And each academic unit working on an aspect of the plan will report
back to me on its progress.
' ' t lasting impression would you like alumni
to liave of the Academic Plan?

ft'we·re playing in the big leagues, let's win the
orld Series, and let's do it continuously and let
everybody know about it. And let's continue to take
greater pride each year in our accomplishments. I'd
ask alumni to keep coming back and asking themselves: Is this an exciting place? Do I think it's more
exciting now than when I was here? Would I like to
learn more about what everybody's doing? Would I
send my child here? If the answer is "yes" to all of
these questions, then we will have done our job.
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